
50% more builds a day in 25% of the 
time = faster development cycles.

Greater productivity from highest-
cost personnel.

IT staff overtime bill slashed – and 
personal time recovered – with three 
day upgrades cut to a morning.

Lower operating costs thanks 
to smaller power and cooling 
requirements.
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The company’s core product, Capita SIMS, was built from a small, school-based 
programme developed by the founder, a teacher, and helps local authorities and schools 
across the country  store, analyse and use vital information about pupils in a secure, 
easy-to-use environment. SIMS has grown to support all aspects of school life, including 
tools to track pupil progress, evaluate and present information for inspection, manage 
school finances, engage with parents,  and monitor both pupils’ behavior and attendance 
and  teachers’ performance. 

The company’s position as a technology leader in this market has to be maintained 
and, as a result, the pace and scale of its software development is absolutely critical to 
success. CCS’ development team needs to innovate, test and launch quickly – but every 
release needs to meet the demands of a sector that looks after the nation’s children, too. 
The stakes are high. 

CCS’ technology team and Senior Virtualization Engineer James Buckingham knows 
that it needs to provide a top-notch service to the business in order for it to remain 
competitive – and that means allowing the developers to do what they do best, with the 
minimum of delay or disruption. 

RAW SPEED IS A MUST – BUT NOT THE ONLY REQUIREMENT 

Buckingham supports the development and test environments for Capita SIMS, and 
inherited a mix of SAN devices using spinning disks, all of which were put to use 
supporting virtualized environments – lots of them. On any working day, between 400 
and 600 virtual machines are running across the estate, of which about 30% support  
MS SQL instances. Developers use a browser to configure a virtual machine on the fly  
to test their builds. 

“With applications calling the MS SQL databases, I/O could get quite hectic,” says 
Buckingham. “We had I/O and latency issues all the time, and it was taking an age to spin 
up new VMs – which then performed slowly. As the developers realized what they could 
do with the infrastructure, demand grew. Over the last three years, our test environment 
has grown at 10% a month.”

Unsurprisingly, problems began to appear, and Buckingham and the team began 
manually pulling performance stats from the arrays to build a picture of the problem –  
a task that took three months. The CPUs, RAM and network were up to the job, and the 
SANs enjoyed fibre connections but there was no way to easily monitor the performance 
of the SANs themselves. 

Originally, Capita Children’s Services was doing 30 test environment builds a day, 

taking 22 minutes for each build. This added up to a total of 11 hours of build time over the course of 

a day – 660 minutes. With Pure Storage, the build time was cut to 3.5 minutes – more than six times 

faster – which means total build times are lower, too. Partly because it is now faster and generally more 

convenient to build fresh environments, the dev team is asking for more test environment builds, and 

the number has gone up to an average of 47 builds a day. 

“ It de-dupes and compresses 
a huge amount of data 
– the data reduction is 
unbelievable. And it still 
performs – faster than 
anything else I’ve used”

James Buckingham, Senior 
virtualization engineer,  

Capita Children’s Services
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CHANGING UP TO ENTERPRISE ARRAYS TO BOOST PRODUCTIVITY 

With their legacy storage nearing the end of its life, it was time to look for a better 
solution. Buckingham notes: “I put together a business case that would see us reusing 
the existing SANs for other, less performance-intensive tasks, and introducing a modern 
enterprise storage solution in its place that could cope with current and future demand.” 

Once he had the green light, Buckingham started evaluating storage solutions, talking 
to peers, experts and vendors to identify the right mix of technology to do the job. He 
quickly narrowed his choice down to three possible solutions: two from large, established 
vendors, and Pure Storage. 

“Pure Storage was a bit of a rogue outsider when I first looked at it – but it was also 
seriously impressive technology,” says Buckingham. “I decided I had to get them in as  
a wildcard option. I’m glad I did.” 

Buckingham handed the data he’d gathered to each company with the challenge to 
propose a solution to Capita’s problem. With all three proposals in hand, he soon realized 
he was going to have to get hands-on with the hardware and software. A few things 
became immediately clear. 

BIG AND COSTLY – OR SMALL AND QUICK? 

The first solution Buckingham went to see was impressive – but, at a full rack and a half, 
simply too big. 

“I don’t have a rack and a half to spare,” says Buckingham. “I really liked it, but it 
would also have cost £20,000 a year to power, and I would have had to replace the air 
conditioning in my data center to make it work.” 

Buckingham didn’t even get to try another vendor’s solution. After a series of issues, 
once the kit was finally installed in the racks, they decided to change the configuration 
from the agreed setup, ignoring the requirements set at the beginning of the POC. After 
the delays, it was the final nail in the coffin, and Buckingham asked them to remove it.

Buckingham also called Pure Storage – and found them the quickest to provide a POC. 

“The engineer turned up and had it running in two hours – then told us he had set aside 
the rest of the day to help with any questions,” says Buckingham. “By the end of the day, 
I was happy to use it by myself, and we ended up testing it for a month. We were cloning 
100GB virtual machines in seven seconds, and after a fortnight the engineer came back 
to do an upgrade to the OS with us – we completed it without any users noticing. To me, 
that’s a success – not a single user noticed when we made a major change.” 

But it was the productivity boost that really convinced Buckingham. 

“We’ve just seen enormous productivity gains, especially in product development,” he 
says. “We can build test environments faster, run them faster, test new versions of our 
software faster – and as a result, get to market faster. Say someone needs a new project 
build: I can spin up a server for them in less than 10 minutes, and give them everything 
they need to run a new project in 20 minutes. It used to take half a day.” 

Further benefits included reduced backup time for Microsoft SQL databases. What used 
to take three or four hours was cut to a 45-minute job. 

“ Say someone needs a new 
project build: I can spin up a 
server for them in less than 
10 minutes, and give them 
everything they need to run a 
new project in 20 minutes. It 
used to take half a day”

James Buckingham, Senior 
virtualization engineer,  

Capita Children’s Services
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COMPANY:

Capita  
www.capita-cs.co.uk

USE CASE:

• Virtual servers, virtual desktops, 
databases and applications

CHALLENGES:

• Delays to build and use test 
environments slow the time to market 
for new features and upgrades of key 
products

• Multi-day downtime for vital system 
upgrades

• Accommodating 10% month-on-month 
virtualized environment growth

IT TRANSFORMATION:

• Development team can build their 
own environments without reducing 
performance.

• Better than 6x increase in test 
environment build speeds – and from 
30 to 47 builds a day.

• Virtual Machines instantly available on 
power up in lab environments.

• UAT environment updates slashed 
from two days to four hours.

• Creating a new VM with 100GB 
reduced from eight minutes to 9 
seconds.

• Cloning time for 15 VMs, down from 
four hours to 15 minutes.

UNPLANNED TESTING 

Buckingham also did some slightly less structured testing during the Proof of Concept 
period. 

“I went into the data center with the engineer from Pure Storage, and asked him what we 
could do to the array without it affecting performance. He told me, and I started yanking 
parts out of the array,” says Buckingham. “Within a minute, a colleague called me to say 
the array was reporting various alerts. But it was also continuing to deliver exactly the 
same service it had before I started unplugging stuff, with no loss of performance.” 

Shortly after, Buckingham accidentally pulled out a power cable as he walked past. “I had 
an email within 10 minutes from Pure Storage telling me what I’d done,” he says. “Not an 
automated one, mind you – someone had seen a problem, and written an email to me. 
Within 10 minutes.” 

HIDDEN BUSINESS BENEFITS EMERGE 

Since then, Capita Children’s Services has realized further business benefits. Downtime 
for upgrades has been slashed – and with it the overtime bill for IT staff, who were 
previously required to watch thermometer bars slowly progressing from left to right over 
a sunny Bank Holiday weekend. The same upgrade now takes – conservatively – half a 
day, giving the IT staff back some of their precious weekends. 

“Moving from our old SANs to an enterprise array was a big investment – but I explained 
to the business that it wasn’t expensive,” says Buckingham. “Every time we use the Pure 
Storage array, we’re earning money back for the labs team and our IT team in productivity 
gains. We’re not taking two hours to test something, or three days to restore a system. 
We’re getting time back – and costs and development time is going down.”
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© 2015 Pure Storage, Inc. 2015 Pure Storage, Inc. All rights reserved. Pure Storage, Pure1, and the P Logo are trademarks of Pure Storage, Inc.  
All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners.   ps_cs_capita_01

PURE STORAGE CASE STUDY | CAPITA CHILDREN’S SERVICES


